JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. It would be obtuse to deny the importance of this metaphysical preoccupation in King Lear; obviously the play does explore the universal significance of individual experiences of pain or loss. But critical discussion will remain unproductive and unresolvable so long as it limits the play's metaphysics to a separate and selfcontained mode of discourse. We need to remember that the first quarto of King Lear (1608) calls it a "True Chronicle Historie" (i.e., a play based on matter from Holinshed or other early chronicles) and that it has much in common with Shakespeare's earlier works in the genre, especially the tetralogy that begins with Richard II. Its "philosophy" becomes clearer when approached by way of the contemporary meaning, for Shakespeare and his audience, of the political struggle that it dramatizes. My aim in this paper will be to present a reading of King Lear grounded on the premises of dialectical materialism and to suggest some implications for a general assessment of Shakespeare's political
outlook. In a single article I can only sketch the salient features of a complex historical situation; the close examination of the various divisions and crosscurrents within the class structure of Tudor England must be left to studies of wider scope.2
The analysis will take as its point of departure Marx's view of the English Renaissance as a transitional stage between the dominance of the feudal aristocracy and that of the commercial bourgeoisie, which consolidated its power over England's destiny in 1688. My concern will be with the effects of this transition on social and personal relations: that is, with shifts in consciousness that pertain to the cultural "superstructure" rather than to the direct results of changes in the mode of production. Since economic relations are readily quantifiable their evolution can be charted with some precision, even in earlier periods of history; but social relations, always more mixed and indefinite, adapt neither smoothly nor rapidly to economic change. It does not lie in our power to change our personalities overnight, except in rare instances of conversion; psychological conflict must therefore be endemic in a dynamic society. Traditional styles of relationship will be continuously undermined by the forces of change, but the personality structure appropriate for new kinds of social organization can evolve only gradually. By the time it has become "second nature," it will have been outmoded by further change. The resultant instability and uncertainty will be perceived differently by various social groups according to the effect of economic change on their fortunes: what are symptoms of decline for one class may be portents of liberation and fresh opportunity for another.
Shakespeare lived at a time when an uncertain balance had been struck in the transition from the feudal-aristocratic society of medieval England to the emergent bourgeois state. The aristocracy and the bourgeoisie were a rough 429 match for each other in power, cohesion, and self-confidence; each had its characteristic moral values and style of life, and each claimed that its own way constituted "human nature": the personality typical of a particular class was elevated to a norm that all mankind should recognize. King Lear pits these rival concepts of human nature against each other in sharp and mutually exclusive opposition. In such a conflict, one would expect Marx's sympathies to be given wholeheartedly to the historically progressive energies of the bourgeoisie; but his discussion of it in The Communist Manifesto is in fact strongly ambivalent:
The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his "natural superiors," and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous "cash-payment." It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom-Free Trade.3
In this elegy for a dying culture Marx seems dismayed by the human costs of the breakup of the feudal order and appalled by the moral nihilism of those who destroyed it. Elsewhere, in more splenetic moods, he may delight in consigning some losing cause to the "rubbish heap of history"; but the achievement of feudalism he finds too appealing to be thus summarily dismissed. No matter how greedy, inefficient, and exploitive the feudal church and aristocracy may have been, their fervent idealism sustained man's sense of his own worth and of his right to his allotted place in the social hierarchy. The new order, however, having set up cash payment as the only measure of social obligation, ruthlessly attacks all customary bonds that impede the development of production and trade: Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face, with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.
(Manifesto, p. 35)
In his appreciation of feudal values Marx revealed the chivalric idealism that still lingered from his adolescence and also, perhaps, his pride at having won the aristocratic Jenny von Westphal as his bride. His curiously nostalgic account of the decline of feudalism probably also reflects the influence of a man of kindred temperament, but opposite allegiance: Thomas Carlyle. Past and Present (1843) professes a devotion to the corporate society of medieval England and a horror of the moral vacuity of laissez-faire that are remarkably close in tone and diction to the analysis given five years later in The Communist Manifesto:
All this dire misery, therefore; all this of our poor Workhouse Workmen, of our Chartisms, Tradesstrikes, Corn-Laws, Toryisms, and the general downbreak of Laissez-faire in these days,-may we not regard it as a voice from the dumb bosom of Nature, saying to us: Behold! Supply-and-demand is not the one Law of Nature; Cash-payment is not the sole nexus of man with man,-how far from it! Deep, far deeper than Supply-and-demand, are Laws, Obligations sacred as Man's Life itself: these also, if you will continue to do work, you shall now learn and obey.4
In King Lear Shakespeare displays a similar attachment to traditional and aristocratic values, combined with a distaste and fear of the acquisitive, unscrupulous bourgeois values (as they appear to him) that are taking their place. His view of the class conflict of his time is conditioned by that basic division in his temperament that is dramatized in his plays as the opposition of the Lion and the Fox.5 The Lion, or man of passion, Shakespeare usually represents as an aristocrat of the old style: noble, open, and generous, but flawed by his devotion to the formal ceremony and the quixotic gesture. His honorable simplicity ensures his defeat by the Fox, the cunning and ruthless devotee of Machiavellian realpolitik. In his history plays, Shakespeare inclines to a more skeptical view of the Lion's virtues. For the good of the kingdom, the rash and histrionic Lion must be supplanted by the This "tragic ambiguity" whereby a growing trend is at once recommended and punished, is present also in Shakespeare's treatment of Macbeth, who represents the new bourgeois concepts of ambition in grotesque guise. In confronting the emergent capitalist standards, Shakespeare retained many conservative, feudal norms of value. The result, made by the incongruous juxtaposition of both conservative and revolutionary frames, was a "tragic ambiguity" whereby he gave expression to the rising trends, but gave them the forbidding connotations of criminality.8 II I shall assume, therefore, that the opposition between the party of Lear and the party of Regan, Goneril, and Edmund is not merely a conflict between good and evil persons; it conveys also a social meaning that derives from the contemporary historical situation as Shakespeare understood it.9 However, the reflection of social reality in Lear is neither simple nor direct, and the Marxist critic who aspires to do more than simply proclaim his own sympathies must refine his methods of analysis to cope with the complexities of Shakespeare's dramatic representation of the underlying issues. An important complication in Lear derives from its setting in time: not in the England of Shakespeare but in an archaic, pre-Christian realm that mingles history and folklore. The play therefore omits such essential elements of the transition from feudalism to the mercantile economy as the great in-crease in the use of money. The all-pervasive "cash nexus" of Marx and Carlyle is insignificant in Lear, since power is determined by one's ability to command personal loyalty, and payments are made in kind rather than in cash.10 Edmund schemes for possession of Edgar's land, not his money, and when Lear abdicates he divides land rather than liquid assets.
King Lear, then, represents the neocapitalist economy of the Renaissance, not directly, but rather through an exploration of the philosophical concepts and moral values that are typically associated with that economy. The most imaginative interpreter of such intellectual derivatives of the Renaissance economic transition has been Lucien Goldmann. He suggests that the Renaissance bourgeoisie, as it comes to equal or dominate the aristocracy economically, elaborates a corresponding rationalist doctrine of empirical individualism that supersedes the earlier Aristotelian and animist world views. The concepts of the organic community and the bounded universe are replaced by those of the reasonable individual and infinite space; the idea of social hierarchy yields to that of the collectivity of isolated, free, and equal individuals. ii.106) merely shows his ignorance of the real forces of change at work in the kingdom. There is a similarly ironic ignorance in Lear's loss of insight and control in the division scene: he is seduced by Goneril's rhetoric, which denies all order and limit in claiming to love him "Dearer than eyesight, space and liberty," whereas he scorns Cordelia's modest pledge to love him "According to [her] bond; no more nor less" (i.i.56, 93). For Edmund the word has an opposite meaning: the individual's obligations to society he brushes aside as no more than "the plague of custom" (I.ii.3). His own views he slyly attributes to Edgar, in the forged letter, which complains of "an idle and fond bondage in the oppression of aged tyranny, who sways, not as it hath power, but as it is suffer'd" (I.ii.50). Casting off any allegiance to his actual rulers, whom he finds restrictive and arbitrary, he declares his fealty to the only superior that can accommodate his limitless ambition: "Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law / My services are bound" (i.ii.1-2).
This "heroic vitalism"13 of Edmund's looks back to Machiavelli, forward to such ideologies as laissez-faire and Social Darwinism. "Legitimacy" he derides as a principle that serves only to prop up a moribund status quo; he sets against it his vision of a society of achieved rather than ascribed status, where his restless opportunism could flourish unimpeded. To his mind, the social and natural orders would then be homologous, and would recognize only the one sovereignty of Nature herself. His ideas blesome as Regan and Goneril claim will have little effect on the struggle over their fate, for, however they behave, Lear is as stubbornly committed to keeping them in his service as his daughters are to dismissing them. This conflict may be interpreted as a small-scale and symbolic representation of the long Tudor controversy over "maintenance": the right of a peer to support an armed and uniformed (liveried) body of retainers and be escorted by them in public."6 Such private armies were an implicit challenge to the power of the throne and to the civil order; the Tudor monarchs carried on a long struggle to restrict and finally abolish maintenance, a struggle that was part of their broad policy of limiting the claims of assertive aristocrats and subordinating their powers to the throne. The execution of Essex in 1601, after his abortive challenge to Elizabeth's authority, brought this conflict to a dramatic climax. By the end of the sixteenth century maintenance of a liveried retinue, especially in London, had become a token of an aristocrat's devotion to an archaic style of conspicuous consumption rather than a credible gesture of independence from central authority. But even as late as the 1570's the second Earl of Southampton (father of Shakespeare's patron) continued to affect a style of feudal autarchy in proceeding through the streets: bravely attended and served by the best gentlemen of those countries wherein he lived; his muster roll never consisted of four lackeys and a coachman, but of a whole troop of at least an hundred well mounted gentlemen and yeomen; he was not known in the streets by guarded liveries but by gold chains; not by painted butterflies ever running as if some monster pursued them, but by tall goodly fellows that kept a constant pace both to guard his person and to admit any man to their Lord which had serious business.17
The contemporary commentator stresses not just the number but also the dignity and quality of Southampton's retinue. They are men of substance in their own right who yet are proud to be part of Southampton's household. In this they swim against the current, for at this time the great aristocratic households were shrinking, and the status of those who remained in them was declining. Even the richest peers could no longer afford to support hundreds of retainers, as they There is a tinge of puritanism in her distaste for the moral laxity of the ancien regime-a laxity made prominent at the very start of the play by Gloucester's lustful reminiscences. Like Philo in the opening scene of Antony and Cleopatra, she sees the health of the state threatened by vice and luxury in high places. Of course, it is also true that Goneril's own later actions will be far more vicious than anything that might have passed muster in the mildly licentious atmosphere of Lear's court. As in the case of Malvolio, or of Angelo in Measure for Measure, Shakespeare mistrusts puritanical attitudes because he believes they conceal a hidden desire to indulge in what they most condemn.
Whether or not Lear's retainers are as trou-had done in the Middle Ages, nor did they need them for local warfare; at the same time, young gentlemen were ceasing to consider it honorable to provide personal service to an aristocrat. By the mid-eighteenth century, Lawrence Stone observes, domestic service had acquired the social stigma that it still bears, so that "it was generally accepted that 'a livery suit may indeed fitly be called a badge of servility'" (p. 214). Where the feudal ethic had exalted service to a superior as the most honorable of human bonds, the bourgeois era regarded it as an intrinsic violation of individual dignity.18 Around 1600 these contradictory notions of service were both still current; they are evident in the instinctive hostility between Kent and Oswald. Though Kent is an earl in his own right, when cast out of favor he feels it most honorable to serve Lear still, as a poor but honest subject who tells the King that he recognizes "that in your countenance which I would fain call master" (i.iv.30).19 But because the choice is his own he retains his integrity and status. He despises Oswald as a jumped-up "eater of broken meats" who must be "super-serviceable" to his mistress' vices because he is no more than a parasite. The bitterest pill, for Kent, is that Oswald can claim the prerogatives of a gentleman despite his lack of birth or breeding, merely by pandering to Regan: "That such a slave as this should wear a sword, / Who wears no honesty" (m.ii.73-74). Kent's outrage is that of a member of a hereditary class that sees its privileges devalued and its ideals of loyalty superseded.
The argument over "service" in the play, therefore, mingles issues of status, power, and economics. The last of these is brought out in Regan's distaste for the sheer wastefulness of Lear's entourage20 and the bad example they set-she suggests that it is the influence of the "riotous knights" that has incited Edgar to depose his father, in the hope of enjoying "th' expense and waste of his revenues" (II.i.100). We see here another aspect of Shakespeare's characteristic opposition of the man of passion to the man of calculation: the former spends freely, if not always wisely, whereas the latter husbands his financial resources in the same manner as his emotional ones. In the Richard II tetralogy a balance is finally struck on the side of the savers. Richard's squandering of England's wealth justifies his overthrow by the more prudent Bolingbroke; later in the cycle Falstaff must be dismissed lest Bolingbroke's "unthrifty son" appear to be another wastrel monarch. In Sonnet 94 Shakespeare passes an enigmatic judgment on the underlying issue of personal temperament: he gives credit to the men of restraint who "husband nature's riches from expense," but his praise is tinged with mistrust. Elsewhere in the sequence he continually exhorts his aristocratic "lovely boy" to give himself more freely in emotional relationships and to become a father so that he will not have lived only for himself.
One can trace this debate back to the medieval poem "Winnere and Wastoure," and beyond, but for Shakespeare it is far more than a mere literary trope. It reflects his personal distillation of the historical dialectic defined earlier in this paper: the opposition between a feudalaristocratic ethic that promotes display, generosity and conspicuous consumption, and a bourgeois ethic that values thrift because it promotes the accumulation rather than the dissipation of capital. Though in his personal life Shakespeare was a prudent saver and investor, he seems to have admired the more dashing aristocratic style of expenditure; certainly when he criticized it he did so only halfheartedly, whereas he is venomous in his portrayals of the usurer Shylock, and of Regan and Goneril. Not only does he imply that financial and emotional meanness are but two aspects of an identical underlying disposition, he also associates these traits with a murderous callousness toward man's actual necessities of subsistence. This attitude is eloquently expressed in Lear's outburst when told that there is no economic need for him to have any servants of his own: He then lapses into incoherent rage and goes out into the storm rather than submit to being dependent on his daughters' household. Though the moving quality of his plea has often been praised, it is really a debater's point. His daughters are only proposing, as they have done before in the argument over his retinue, to apply a standard of economic rationality to Lear's ex-penses; whereas it is precisely the idea that he should be "reasonable" in his expectations that drives him mad. He cannot bear that his royal dignity should be measured by the scale of the countinghouse.21 But the Fool well knows the difference between a beggar's life and that of a court dependent, even if his master does not.
III
When Lear goes to the heath, the argument over how the kingdom should be managed ceases to be such a pressing issue. In the brute struggle for power that ensues, long-run policy becomes irrelevant. Lear and Gloucester, suddenly cast on their own resources, must make their agonized passage through the lower depths of their country and of their own consciousness. Under the stress of this journey they state a social doctrine that may seem to contradict the thesis of this paper about the play's fundamental oppositions and that therefore requires careful examination.
We Passages like this have been cited by Soviet critics to support their view of Shakespeare as a "Writer of the People," a progressive artist "whose work embodies the revolutionary essence of the Renaissance."23 But Lear's contempt for Authority requires closer examination. First, it is not just logic-chopping to note that he is at this point intermittently mad; the Elizabethan stage madman was expected to make pungent criticisms of the way of the world, but this did not mean that the audience expected society to be reordered in accordance with the madman's insights. Still, Lear presents a bitter and cogent indictment of the powers that be: the judges are themselves criminals at heart, and they apply a double standard to rich and poor, since sin ceases to be sin when plated with gold. He reacts, in part, as a Christian radical. The beadle who lusts after the whore he punishes recalls the gospel story of the woman taken in adultery, and Lear takes a Christian view of political corruption both in concluding that where all offend, none offends, and in recommending to Gloucester that "Thou must be patient" (Iv.vi.180). But another equally logical response alternates with Christian resignation in Lear's mind, to steal upon his enemies and "kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill!" (Iv.vi.189). Soviet critics applaud the trenchant cynicism of Lear's social analysis, but fail to see that he draws no conclusions that deserve to be called progressive; he merely vacillates between saying "resist not evil" and reveling in the prospect of a war of all against all. Indeed, if he had any rational scheme of social reconstruction there would be less occasion for him to rave at the prevalence of injustice. That in coming to know himself he has become incompetent to resume power is, ironically, a large part of his tragedy; that he will not even be allowed to retire from office unmolested is what completes it.
The last movement of the play begins with Lear's vision of himself and Cordelia becoming "Gods' spies"; now, like Leir in the True Chronicle, he wants only to lead a life of religious meditation, caring nothing for the kingdom that Edmund has won. After he and Cordelia are led away, the triple call of the trumpet that brings Edgar to trial by combat with Edmund leads us to expect a secular last judgment, in which traditional moral values and chivalric decorum will be reasserted. But any consolation we may draw from Edgar's victory is swept away in its dreadful sequel. In the shadow of this loss, Edgar's accession to the throne seems only a partial restoration of order-as compared, say, with the ending of The Tempest, where the old ruler and his daughter are reinvested with full power and fertility. Kent's prescience that he will soon die and the haziness of England's future under Edgar confirm that although Edmund, Regan, and Goneril lie dead they have succeeded in their original aim of tearing down the old order they so much despised.
IV
How does a Marxist interpretation of King Lear affect its status as a tragedy? George Steiner, in The Death of Tragedy, claims that "the Marxist world view, even more explicitly than the Christian, admits of error, anguish, and temporary defeat, but not of ultimate tragedy."24 A progressive and determinist theory of history, he says, cannot accommodate the classic tragic situation of a noble hero overcome by a blind and malignant fate; and he quotes Marx's dictum that "Necessity is blind only in so far as it is not understood" (p. 4). Steiner's scheme, however, does not do justice to the complexity of the issue. It is true that Stalin's directives on "Socialist Realism" called for one-dimensional proletarian heroes and happy endings; but Roland Barthes has argued convincingly that such literary dogmas incorporated the norms of petitbourgeois popular writing, instead of seeking to express a genuinely dialectic sense of reality.25 So far as Marx's denial of "blind necessity" is concerned, Steiner fails to distinguish between the Marxist (or any other) theory of history, which is based on a retrospective analysis of events, and the way in which people experience those events as they happen. Though Oedipus grapples blindly with his fate, the audience does not share his blindness-and the tragic effect is created by just this disparity.
Marx himself had a definite theory of tragedy; though not fully developed, it was a sophisticated one based on a deep knowledge and appreciation of the whole Western literary tradition (each year, for example, he read through Aeschylus in the original). He saw the essence of tragedy as a disharmony or disproportion between the hero's ambitions and the time in which he lives. His main application of this scheme occurs in comments on the tragedy Franz von Sickingen, which was written by his comrade Ferdinand Lassalle in 1859. The "tragic conflict" of the play, according to Engels, was that between "the historically necessary postulate"-the liberation of the German peasantry-and "the practical impossibility of its realization" by von Sickingen, who in 1522-23 led a revolt of the German knights against the higher nobility.26 Without going into the details of Marx's analysis of von Sickingen's fate, we may simply note that in his terms the play counts as a "progressive" tragedy, wherein the hero takes up the cause of a particular class too soon, that is, before historical conditions offer any possibility that the cause will prevail. What is more surprising is that Marx also admitted the validity of the opposite kind of tragedy: one in which a class (or individuals representing it) fails to recognize that the time has come when it must yield to those whom history has brought forward to supersede it. The relevant passage, from an article of 1843 criticizing Hegel's philosophy of law, is noteworthy for its free movement between the concepts of history as literature and literature as history:
The history of the Ancien Regime [i.e., in eighteenth-century France] was tragic so long as it was the established power in the world, while freedom on the other hand was a personal notion-in short, so long as it believed and had to believe in its own validity. As long as the Ancien Regime as an existing world order struggled against a world that was just coming into being, there was on its side a historical but not a personal error. Its downfall was therefore tragic... When the weakness of a declining class becomes evident to all, the appropriate tone for literary representation of its experience will fall in the range between pathos and comedy: for example, Chekhov's The Cherry Orchard or Don Quixote -which Marx greatly admired as "the epic of a dying-out chivalry whose virtues were ridiculed and scoffed at in the emerging bourgeois world."28 But in King Lear we have a tragic hero who is at first utterly confident of his own "validity" and correspondingly unconscious of how badly he had managed the destiny of his country. He is even more out of touch with reality than his historical counterpart Richard II; but in that play the rising man, Bolingbroke, is moved by a genuine grievance and by a deep concern for the condition of England. In Lear, however, Edmund embodies no hope of the future, but only the most destructive aspects of the new era of bourgeois transformation. Though Lear has let the garden of England run to seed, it is clear that Edmund, Regan, and Goneril have no interest in restoring it to its proper condition. The struggle between the old order and the new is therefore bound to be a tragic one, whose outcome is too dark and bloody to be redeemed by the vapidly moralistic Edgar. Unable to foresee the future monuments of bourgeois art, Shakespeare was concerned to uphold, and to perfect, the established grand style of innate authority and emotional display. For those attached to the old order the shift to a new mode of social organization will always seem to bring with it a dilution or demeaning of personal relations; and, indeed, there will be an inevitable time lag before the network of human connections in the new order can become as intricate and laden with historical significance as it had been under the old. Moreover, radical innovations in literary genre will usually be required to accommodate the full expression of the new sensibility. The close explorations of inner life that are the special achievements of the early bourgeois era, such as Pepys' Diary, Robinson Crusoe, and Clarissa, could never be represented on the stage: their relentless introspection, their minute examination of psychological detail, can make a gradual impression only on the consciousness of a persistent and solitary reader, not on that of a vibrant mass audience.
As a man of the theater, Shakespeare was inclined to attribute meanness of stature to such introverted and calculating bourgeois types; yet at the same time he recognized their contribution to the new and effective style of power in his age. In the earlier stages of his career, especially in the history plays, he was inclined to accept the Tudor compromise as the best guarantee of both England's grandeur and its prosperity: Hal, by the end of II Henry IV, has come to synthesize the best qualities of the old England and the new, so that he can take the throne as an ideal ruler who heals his country's divisions. He is capable of dispassionate political calculation, but also of warlike vigor-as in his defeat of Hotspur-and of simple good humor with his boon companions of the tavern. Many critics, it is true, have proved reluctant to accept this ideal Hal, the benevolent Machiavel with the common touch; he fails to win our affection, they argue, because Shakespeare is, at heart, of Falstaff's party. Whatever the truth of this question, it seems evident that in his later tragediesOthello (1604) and those following-Shake-
